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Uruguayan prosecutors moved against former dictator Juan Maria Bordaberry (1972-1976) and
his foreign minister Juan Blanco in November, detaining them for the killings of two important
members of Congress and others. Police arrested the former dictator in connection with four "dirty
war" killings dating to 1976, officials said Nov. 17. It constituted a significant step in Uruguay's
ongoing efforts to uncover and punish the abuses committed during the country's 1973-1985
dictatorship, a process that has been hindered by a 1980s amnesty law (see NotiSur, 2000-05-12 and
2005-07-01).

Ex-foreign minister also arrested
The arrest of Bordaberry, 78, and Blanco marked a new chapter in efforts by the government
of President Tabare Vasquez to grapple with the dictatorship and its legacy of disappearances,
torture, and exile of thousands of political dissidents. Bordaberry and Blanco, who was the first to
be detained after a judge's arrest warrants were issued late Nov. 16, were taken to the main police
investigations unit, police spokesman Celso Sosa said.
Their arrests were ordered by Judge Roberto Timbal, who is investigating the abductions and
killings of two former lawmakers and two leftist rebels in May 1976 that shocked Uruguay when it
was in the early throes of the long military dictatorship.
At that time, leftist Sen. Zelmar Michelini and House leader Hector Gutierrez, two prominent
lawmakers who had fled Uruguay and were trying to leave the region, were seized from their homes
in exile in Buenos Aires, Argentina, and their bullet-riddled bodies were found days later, along
with those of the suspected Tupamaro guerrillas William Whitelaw and Rosario Barredo.
The arrest of the two former officials of the de facto government marked the latest in a series of
developments since Vazquez, Uruguay's first leftist leader, took office promising to make human
rights a priority (see NotiSur, 2005-03-04). In May, eight former military and police officials were
detained in an inquiry into the slayings of two leftist militants in 1976. That came after months
of excavation work and sleuthing by forensic anthropologists who urged on by the government
uncovered skeletal remains of the two missing communist militants from the mid-1970s.
"Both Blanco and Bordaberry are now being held in the investigations headquarters unit, and once
we receive court orders, they will be taken to the central police jail," Sosa told the Associated Press.
Bordaberry's lawyer, Diego Viana, said that the defense team was awaiting notification from Timbal
"to know the reasons for the measures taken."
Lawyers for Bordaberry and Blanco have denied any link to the killings. Viana said Nov. 17 he would
appeal for the release of his client. Timbal's office did not comment on the announcement, as is
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customary with Uruguayan judges in criminal proceedings. His arrest orders came at the insistence
of a prosecutor, Mirtha Guianze, who in May called for the prosecution of Bordaberry in connection
with the four deaths. The two men face a minimum sentence of 10 years. The judge classified the
murders as crimes against humanity, which are not subject to a statute of limitations.
Bordaberry also faces a separate investigation by the courts on accusations of violating the country's
Constitution and for other human rights abuses dating to the military era. Elected president in 1971,
Bordaberry dissolved Congress and banned political parties the following year at the behest of
military leaders who seized power outright in 1973. The military eventually ousted him in 1976, and
Uruguay remained under the control of a right-wing dictatorship until 1985.
Human rights groups have long contended the 1976 killings of the two lawmakers and the two
guerrillas were the result of secret cooperation by the two countries' military dictatorships. Under
Operation Condor, authoritarian governments that dominated South America during much of the
1960s, 1970s, and 1980s worked together to crack down on rebels and political dissidents, resulting in
the death and disappearance of unknown thousands (see NotiSur, 2000-05-12, 2001-06-01).
Leftist labor groups once targeted by Uruguay's junta, as well as families of the victims, rejoiced at
the news of Bordaberry's arrest. Some bus drivers honked horns supporting those who carried antidictatorship banners outside the police station where the two men were being held. "The wall has
fallen," said Hebe Martinez Burle, a lawyer for the family of one of the victims, predicting the move
would embolden other judges to pursue arrests in additional cases.
Valentina Chavez, whose father, Ubagesner Chavez, was a communist militant killed in the 1970s,
said it was a big development. Her father's remains were recently recovered from an unmarked
grave, but she said prosecution was what she hoped for next. "This signifies a beginning of the end
of impunity," she said. Besides Bordaberry, only one other of the four dictators who ruled Uruguay
during those 12 years still lives.
Retired Gen. Gregorio Alvarez is implicated in the forced disappearance of 200 Uruguayans, most
of whom were "disappeared" in Argentina, the torture of thousands of political prisoners, and
extrajudicial executions. Alvarez was the real strongman of the regime. He is being investigated by
prosecuting Judge Luis Charles, especially in connection with the transfer of 22 people to Uruguay
in a military plane. They were abducted in Argentina and tortured in the notorious Automotores
Orletti torture centre in Buenos Aires.

Documents show US knowledge of repression
In his ruling, Judge Timbal referred to abundant evidence that implicates the accused in the
murders, "which were committed in the framework of the coordination agreement between the
de facto regimes in power in Uruguay and Argentina, part of Plan Condor, which involved the
dictatorships of the Southern Cone" of the Americas.
The judge added that the existence of Operation Condor was confirmed in September 2001 when
documents were declassified in the US, proving that Washington was familiar with the strategy of
the secret coordination of repression of dissidents among a number of South American countries.
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Blanco was already facing prosecution in the case of the 1976 forced disappearance of schoolteacher
and leftist activist Elena Quinteros, who was dragged out of the grounds of the Venezuelan Embassy
by members of the Uruguayan security forces. Quinteros' case was the first human rights case to go
to trial in Uruguay.
Documents discovered by historian Oscar Destouet of the Uruguayan government's human rights
office played a key role in the case against Bordaberry and Blanco. The documents had remained
concealed in the Foreign Ministry until the Vazquez administration took power in 2005. Destouet
said that he had submitted to Timbal official documents signed by Blanco or his subordinates and
telegrams referring to the four murders.
One document was an order that each Uruguayan Embassy was to act as an intelligence agency,
to monitor and combat opposition to the dictatorship abroad. The embassy in Buenos Aires, in
particular, was instructed to keep a tight check on the large community of Uruguayans who fled
to Argentina after the June 27, 1973, coup. Argentina's coup was not staged until March 1976. The
documents also contained records of shipments of rifles and automatic weapons from Montevideo to
the embassy in Argentina.
Among the most compelling evidence pointing to the direct responsibility of Bordaberry and Blanco
in the murders is a written order to withdraw the official passports of legislators Michelini, Gutierrez
Ruiz, and Partido Nacional (PN) politician Wilson Ferreira, who escaped with his life because he
was warned just in time. The documents also showed the refusal to issue them common passports
another move clearly aimed at preventing them from leaving Argentina.
Destouet also handed the judge the official agenda of a meeting between Blanco and then Argentine
foreign minister Cesar Guzzetti, which took place just a few days before the murders. The operation
was coordinated during that meeting, which provides further proof of the workings of Operation
Condor.
Researcher Carlos Osorio, who had access to US State Department documents about the period,
testified in mid-December about the de facto government's involvement in Operation Condor. He
spoke four hours with Criminal Court Judge Graciela Gatti and prosecutor Ana Maria Tellechea,
who sought Bordaberry's prosecution for crimes against the Uruguayan Constitution.
Osorio also presented State Dept. documents during the Dec. 12 session, one day after Paraguayan
lawyer Martin Almada presented evidence of human rights abuses in the case. Bordaberry could
face a total of up to 30 years in prison if found guilty of all the charges against him.

Obstacles in trying human rights abusers
When it comes to bringing human rights abusers to trial, the courts in Uruguay are well behind
those of Chile, and especially those of Argentina, which struck down the amnesty laws that had
let the military off the hook for the human rights crimes committed during that country's bloody
seven-year dictatorship. An amnesty law, approved by Uruguayan voters in a 1989 referendum, kept
human rights abusers out of court for two decades.
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Another obstacle in the process of bringing human rights violators to trial is the challenge of dealing
with the boxes and boxes of records and documents dating back to the dictatorship, which Destouet
unearthed in the Foreign Ministry. "In Uruguay there is no law on the classification of documents,
which means you cannot say that documents are being 'declassified' now," said the historian.
"Written materials are one of the pillars that make it possible to see that justice is done."
Under conservative President Jorge Batlle (2000-2005), the Foreign Ministry roundly denied
the existence of the documents, in response to requests from the courts, parliament, and the
government's Peace Commission. Vazquez visits new jail for military criminals Vazquez, when
asked about the arrest orders for Bordaberry and Blanco, said, "The justice system has spoken."
On Dec. 11, Vazquez visited a new jail built at a Montevideo military facility where Bordaberry and
Blanco were to be incarcerated and where other accused human rights criminals from the armed
forces would serve their detentions. Along with Vazquez were Interior Minister Jose Diaz, who
has authority over the jail, Defense Minister Azucena Berrutti, and Army commander Gen. Jorge
Rosales.
It was planned at the time to transfer retired Cols. Gilberto Vazquez, Ernesto Ramas, and Jorge
Silveira, Lt. Col. Jose Nino Gavazzo, Capt. Luis Maurente, ex-Capt. Ricardo Arab, and police officers
Ricardo Medina and Jose Sande. All are under preventative detention for violations of human rights
during the 1973-1985 dictatorship. At the time of Vazquez's visit to the new jail, they were detained
at the jail in the police command building in Montevideo. [Sources: Latin America Press, 07/27/06;
Clarin (Argentina), 09/12/06, 10/25/06; Associated Press, 11/16/06; El Pais (Uruguay), 10/03/06,
10/04/06, 10/30/06, 11/06/06, 11/16/06, 11/17/06; Inter Press Service, 11/17/06; BBC News, 12/08/06;
El Nuevo Herald (Miami), 06/15/06, 09/11/06, 09/15/06, 10/30/06, 11/17/06, 11/20/06, 12/11/06;
Spanish news service EFE, 11/22/06, 11/23/06, 12/03/06, 12/11/06, 12/14/06; La Opinion (Los Angeles),
11/18/06, 12/15/06]
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